Preschool teachers' professional development and professional qualifications are crucial in enhancing the quality of children's education. Studies related to the quality of preschool education and preschool teachers' professional qualifications are very limited in Malaysia. As such, this study embarks on finding the effects of ECCE teachers' professional qualifications on their understanding of overall ECCE training, perceptions of the quality of ECCE training, understanding of ECCE curriculum, and their understanding of the teaching and learning process. This study employed the descriptive research design using questionnaires to collect the data. The sample of the study consists of 296 preschool teachers from West Malaysia. The findings indicate that the ECCE teachers' professional qualifications have a significant effect on their understanding of the ECCE training. The results also show that ECCE teachers with higher professional qualifications have better perceptions of the quality of ECCE training compared with their counterparts with lower professional qualifications. The findings affirmed that the ECCE teachers with higher professional qualifications have a significantly better understanding of the ECCE curriculum compared to those with lower professional qualifications. These findings have crucial theoretical, pedagogical and practical implications in early childhood education.
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Contribution/ Originality: Research on ECCE training is very limited in Malaysia as such this study
contributes to the existing literature in this field. It is hoped that this study will shed some light on ECCE teachers' understanding of the quality of their ECCE training, ECCE curriculum and their teaching and learning processes. also stressed that preschool teachers' professional qualifications and training will help enhance their quality of interaction and pedagogy skills in the classroom. This is because the higher their professional qualification, the better their knowledge, competencies and skills as preschool educators. Workman and Ullrich (2017) also stressed that teacher is the most critical component of quality in early childhood education. As such, they need to have the foundation knowledge of child development and the pedagogical knowledge to promote children's learning at various ages.
A study by Marcy (2003) revealed that teachers with four-year degrees in early childhood education were effective teachers and had positive interaction with children than those without these credentials. The findings also highlighted that children who had teachers with a bachelor's or associate's in early childhood education demonstrated stronger receptive vocabularies compared with children who were taught by teachers holding only a high school diploma. The study also affirmed that in order to secure high quality in early childhood education preschool teachers and child care providers need to acquire at least a bachelor's degree with specialized early childhood training. In other words the findings indicated that preschool teachers' professional qualifications affect their understanding of ECCE curriculum and have an impact on their teaching and learning activities. Guerriero (2015) and Blömeke and Delaney (2012) opined that professional competence involves more than just knowledge. Other variables such as skills, attitudes, and motivation also contribute to teachers' professionalism and the mastery of teaching and learning. On the other hand Slavin (1984) advocated that besides content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge, teachers need to know children's aptitude, their general ability, prior knowledge and motivation to learn. Content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge are also important in planning and carrying out effective and meaningful learning activities. As such it can be concluded that teachers' knowledge, their professional qualifications and child motivation are fundamental in children's learning outcome.
Similarly studies by Hill et al. (2005) ; Baumert et al. (2010) and Voss et al. (2011) indicate that teachers' pedagogical content knowledge have an impact on the quality of instruction and children's learning outcome.
Preschool teachers with higher professional qualification are rich in content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge.
As such, they are more creative and able to plan and carry out the learning activities effectively compared to those with lower professional qualifications. According to Barnett et al. (2012) in US twenty-nine state-funded preschool programs currently require teachers with a bachelor's degree because teachers' qualification matters in the enhancement of preschool education. Similarly Early et al. (2007) opined that a comprehensive professional development for preschool teachers could provide the knowledge, skills, and support for teachers to provide highquality early education for children.
In addition, a study in South Australia Krieg et al. (2015) revealed that children who attended early childhood education programs that were of higher quality with higher staff qualifications and more engaging children's activities, showed a greater gain in cognitive development than children who attended lower quality programs.
The results of their study also suggested that early childhood teachers' professional qualifications affect their quality of teaching and children's cognitive development. The findings also indicated that children who benefitted the most from attendance in these programs were children from backgrounds of greater social disadvantage than children from less disadvantaged backgrounds.
In relation to the quality of early childhood education, Lara-Cinisomo et al. (2009) highlighted that there are three dimensions of classroom experiences which are important for children in preschool. These are first teacherchild interactions, second, learning environment, and third learning opportunities. They stressed that variation in children's experiences in preschool may also be a result of teacher training in early childhood education. Teachers with higher professional qualifications will be able to deliver quality preschool experiences to children because they have a more in-depth knowledge of the curriculum, training, skills and pedagogy.
In Malaysia, all preschools including those in the public and private sectors have to follow all the guidelines stated in the Standard National Preschool Curriculum (SNPC) set by the Malaysian Ministry of Education (MOE) in 2010 (Mariani, 2016) . However the professional qualifications of the preschool teachers in Malaysia range from a certificate to diploma, degree, Masters and PhD.
The objectives of the Malaysian preschool education cover six learning areas; they are: Their study also revealed that the reasons for choosing the private preschools are because of their high quality programmes and their teachers are well trained and qualified. Similarly a study by Badei and Sulaiman (2014) in Kuala Lumpur also highlighted that the quality and qualification of private preschool teachers are higher than those in the public preschools. Since parents place high importance on the quality of preschool teachers, private preschools are the choice of well-to-do parents because they deem quality education as being crucial to their children.
Studies related to the quality of preschool education and preschool teachers' professional qualifications are very limited in Malaysia. As such, the current study embarks on finding the effects of ECCE teachers' professional qualifications on their understanding of overall ECCE training, perceptions of the quality of ECCE training, understanding of ECCE curriculum, and their understanding of the teaching and learning process.
Research Questions
This study attempts to answer the following research questions (RQ):
1. Do preschool teachers' professional qualifications have a significant effect on their understanding of overall ECCE training?
METHODOLOGY
This study employed the descriptive research design using questionnaires to collect the data. The sample of the study consists of 312 preschool teachers from West Malaysia but only 296 completed the questionnaire (124 respondents from public preschools and 172 from private preschools). As such, 17 respondents who did not complete the questionnaires were dropped from the study. From the 296 respondents, 46 of them had a Degree/Masters/PhD qualification, 92 of them had Diploma qualifications and 158 of them had below Diploma qualifications (ECCE teaching certificates).
The questionnaire consists of two sections (A & B); Section A is on respondent's demography while Section B consists of 40 items on training (3 constructs). The 1 st construct is on the teachers' understanding of the quality of the ECCE training (12 items); the 2 nd construct is on teachers' perceptions of ECCE curriculum content (14 items) and the 3 rd construct in on their understanding of teaching and learning (14 items). The items in the questionnaire used 4 Likert Scales (4 = strongly agree, 3 = agree, 2 = disagree, 1 = strongly disagree). The scores for each construct were obtained by adding the scores of all the items in the construct. The overall score for ECCE training was obtained by adding the scores of all the three constructs. The data obtained from the questionnaires were analyzed using SPSS programme for Windows; the One-way ANOVA test and Tukey HSD were used for data analysis. The findings in Table 1 indicate that the teachers with Degree/Masters/PhD qualification had higher scores Findings from the one way ANOVA test in Table 2 indicate that teachers' professional qualifications have a significant effect on their overall understanding of ECCE training (F=3.71, df=294, p=.02). As such, these findings answer RQ1. The findings reveal that teachers with higher academic qualifications can understand better the ECCE training than their counterparts with lower professional qualifications and the difference is significant. These findings are parallel to findings by Early et al. (2007) which indicated that professional development for preschool teachers equipped them with knowledge, skills and support for providing a high-quality education for preschool children. In addition the findings also support findings by Krieg et al. (2015) which demonstrated that preschool teachers' higher qualifications contribute to better children's cognitive development because they are rich in knowledge and pedagogy and able to engage children actively in the process of learning. The level of significance is at p<0.05
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
Findings in Table 3a indicate that there is a significant difference in teachers perception of the quality of ECCE training according to their academic qualifications and the difference is significant (F=3.74, p=.025). Therefore, RQ2 is answered. The findings affirm that teachers with higher academic qualifications perceived a higher quality of ECCE training compared with their counterparts with lower academic qualifications. As stressed by Barnett et al. (2012) preschool teachers' qualification matters in understanding the preschool training and later they are able to deliver quality education to children. The level of significance is at p<0.05
Tukey HSD test was carried out for the purpose of a multiple comparison among teachers on the quality of ECCE training according to their professional qualifications. Findings in Table 3b indicate that teachers with below diploma qualifications have a lower mean score in their perception on the quality of ECCE training compared with teachers with diploma qualifications (Mean difference=-.52, p=.69) but the difference is not significant. Teachers with below diploma qualification also have a lower mean score compared with those with Degree/Masters/PhD qualification (Mean difference=-2.20, SD=.63, p=.01) and the difference is significant.
Teachers with a diploma qualification have a higher mean score in their perception of quality of ECCE training compared with those having below diploma qualifications (Mean difference=.52, SD=.63, p=.69) and the difference is not significant. On the other hand teachers with a diploma qualification scored lower mean than those with Degree/Masters/PhD qualifications (Mean=-1.68, SD.87, p=.13) but the difference is not significant.
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Findings from Tukey HSD test conclude that teachers' professional qualification (Degree/Masters/PhD) has a significant effect on their perception of the quality of ECCE training compared to those with below diploma qualifications.
RQ3: Do pre-school teachers' professional qualifications have a significant effect on their understanding of ECCE curriculum? The level of significance is at p<0.05
Findings in Table 4a indicate that there is a significant difference in teachers understanding of the ECCE curriculum according to their professional qualifications and the difference is significant ( The level of significance is at p<0.05
Findings in Table 5a indicate that there is no significant difference in teachers' understanding of teaching and learning process during the ECCE training, based on their academic qualifications and the difference is not significant ( F=1.875, p=.155). As such, these findings answer RQ 4 and Tukey HSD test was not carried out for a multiple comparison among teachers on their understanding of the ECCE teaching and learning based on their professional qualifications. The findings also affirm that ECCE teachers' professional qualifications have no significant effect on their understanding of teaching and learning process in the classroom. These findings support the notion by Slavin (1984) who advocated that besides content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge teachers also need to know children's aptitude, their general ability, prior knowledge and motivation to carry out interactive teaching and learning effectively.
CONCLUSION
This study has revealed some pertinent findings. Firstly, the findings indicate that the ECCE teachers' professional qualifications have a significant effect on their understanding of the ECCE training. Secondly, the results clearly show that ECCE teachers with higher professional qualifications have better perceptions of the quality of ECCE training compared with their counterparts with lower professional qualifications, and the difference is significant. Thirdly, the findings affirm that the ECCE teachers with higher professional qualifications have a significantly better understanding of the ECCE curriculum compared to those with lower professional qualifications. Fourthly, the results reveal that ECCE teachers professional qualifications have no significant effect on their understanding of teaching and learning processes. The findings of this study also have crucial theoretical, pedagogical and practical implications. In terms of theoretical implications the findings support the notion that teachers' professional qualification matters in enhancing their perception of the quality of ECCE training, understanding of ECCE training and the ECCE curriculum. In terms of pedagogical implications the current research concludes that teachers with higher professional qualifications are well equipped with knowledge and skills which enable them to gauge the quality of ECCE training, understand the ECCE training and the ECCE curriculum better than the teachers with lower professional qualifications. As stressed by OECD (2015) preschool teachers with higher professional qualifications are better teachers because they are more knowledgeable, have better skills, have better practices and are more effective. In terms of practical implication, this study advocates that a first degree should be the minimum qualification for the preschool teachers because the results indicate that the ECCE teachers with higher professional qualifications are well equipped with knowledge and skills compared to their counterparts with lower academic qualifications. Therefore, the Ministry of Education should take this matter seriously and take the necessary steps to provide funding and training to preschool teachers to enhance their professional qualifications. In order to come up with viable remedy, the Teachers Training Division should also train more preschool teachers at degree level to enhance our preschool education to be on par with other developed countries.
There are some limitations in this study; firstly this study only employed quantitative data to investigate whether preschool teachers' level of professional education affects their perception of the quality of ECCE training, understanding of ECCE training and the ECCE curriculum. As such it is hoped that future research should also employ qualitative data from interviews and observations to get a more in-depth understanding of the issue. It is also hoped that future research will involve a larger sample from East and West Malaysia. 
